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Often cited as one of the benefits of
Safe Routes to School (Safe Routes)
programs, community cohesion arises
when social bonds link members of a
locality to one another and to the group
as a whole. (Molitor, Rossi, Branton,
Field, 2011) These bonds do not develop
spontaneously. Rather, cohesion among
group members develops from a
heightened sense of belonging,
teamwork, and interpersonal attraction.
(Lieberman and Zimmerman, 2015)

This report explores the ways in which
Safe Routes programs help promote
and encourage community cohesion.
The definition of community cohesion
that will be used to frame this
discussion “refers to the quantity and
quality of interactions among people in
a community, as indicated by the
degree residents know and care about
their neighbors and participate in
community activities. It reflects the
value of having nearby friends and
acquaintances with whom a person can
interact and provide physical support if
necessary." (Westman, Eriman, and
Olsson, 2017)

INTRODUCTION

C O M M U N I T Y  C O H E S I O N  I S
F U R T H E R  D E F I N E D  B Y  T H E

F O L L O W I N G  I N D I C A T O R S
 

People assisting strangers (such as
helping another person find their
way or search for a lost item)

Strangers engaging in spontaneous
conversation

Neighbors cooperating on
community projects

Children playing in public

Diversity in the public realm,
including people of different
incomes, ages, cultures, religions,
and physical abilities in public
places

Community events and activities
that attract diverse participants

Children, seniors, and people with
disabilities traveling independently

A cohesive community is one in which individual members feel a sense of belonging
to the community as a whole. Moreover, the bonds between people of different
backgrounds enable community members to collectively address economic and
race-based inequalities in pursuit of an environment that actively supports
diversity. (Zhu, Yu, Lee, and Lu, 2020) Social justice and racial equity are therefore
intrinsic components of community cohesion.
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SAFE ROUTES PROGRAMS
T h e  f o l l o w i n g  s e c t i o n s  o f  t h i s  r e p o r t  d e s c r i b e  v a r i o u s  S a f e  R o u t e s
i n i t i a t i v e s  a n d  d e m o n s t r a t e  t h e  w a y s  i n  w h i c h  c o m m u n i t y  c o h e s i o n  i s
e n c o u r a g e d  a n d  s u p p o r t e d  b y  t h e s e  p r o g r a m s .

 T H E  G O A L  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M  I S  T H R E E - F O L D

One way to promote community
cohesion is through Safe Routes
programs, events and activities that
promote walking and bicycling, and
encourage students to use active
transportation to commute to and
from school. 

In the United States, the Safe Routes
program began in the 1990s.
(Brachman and Church, 2019) After
witnessing the success of pilot
programs, the U.S. Congress approved
funding in 2005 to implement Safe
Routes programs in all 50 states and
the District of Columbia.

To enable and encourage children, including those with disabilities, to
walk and bicycle to school

To encourage a healthy and active lifestyle from an early age by promoting
walking and bicycling to school as a safer and more appealing
transportation alternative

To facilitate the planning, development, and implementation of projects
and activities that will improve safety and reduce traffic, fuel
consumption, and air pollution in the vicinity of schools



The Safe Routes program is primarily
focused on children, but parents, schools,
and the community as a whole benefit as
well. Key Safe Routes elements that
promote walking and bicycling, such as
walking school buses and satellite drop-
off, support community cohesion by
encouraging communal physical activity
and providing opportunities for social
interaction. Community cohesion in turn
benefits both children, by supporting
increased independence, and parents, by
providing a dependable network of
people on whom they can rely for
support. Community cohesion can also
affect the school environment by
decreasing the incidence of bullying and
improving student academic
performance and attendance. 

Ultimately, increased opportunities for
exercise and interaction with neighbors
result in greater physical and social
health throughout the community. 
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The Safe Routes program has been
effective in increasing rates of active
transportation among school children.
Nationally, elementary school student
participation in Safe Routes programs
increased from 14.2 percent in 2006-07
to 21.8 percent a decade later. (Turner,
Slater, and Chaloupka, 2014) Children
who participate in Safe Routes events
tend to walk more subsequent to the
events, laying the groundwork for a
lifetime of active travel. (Kingham &
Ussher, 2007)

C H I L D R E N  W H O  P A R T I C I P A T E
I N  S A F E  R O U T E S  E V E N T S

T E N D  T O  W A L K  M O R E
S U B S E Q U E N T  T O  T H E  E V E N T S ,

L A Y I N G  T H E  G R O U N D W O R K
F O R  A  L I F E T I M E  O F  A C T I V E

T R A V E L .

B E N E F I T S  F O R  C H I L D R E N

The Safe Routes program focuses on the
improvement of children's lives through
safe and healthy active travel. Researchers
have substantiated the benefits to children
from walking and biking. Most notable
among them are improved concentration,
better academic performance, and
improved physical health. In addition to
providing health benefits, walking and
biking improve the relationship children
have with their communities, leading to
widespread effects throughout society. 

A child’s means of commuting to school
has a profound effect on their well-being
and their connections to the community.
(Zhu, Yu, Lee, Lu, and Mann, 2014)
Children generally commute to school
either by walking, riding a school bus, or
riding in a personal vehicle. Over the last
several decades, the use of cars as a means
of commuting has steadily increased. The
reason for this might be social
convenience; however, there are
unintentional drawbacks to commuting by
car. 



When driven to school, children do not
have the opportunity to interact socially
with peers and other neighbors. They
cannot explore the community on their
own, which negatively impacts their
ability to meet new people and make
friends. (Zhu et al, 2014) Getting to know
the neighborhood shapes a child's
perception of the community. When
children walk and travel independently of
adults, they are more likely to make new
friends and spend time with people they
already know, practices which build trust
and have a positive impact on relations
among community members. (Zhu et al,
2014) 

Safe Routes walking and biking programs
and activities also help develop children's
active transportation skills and increase
their confidence. In one study, after
participating in a walking to school bus
program, young children became more
assured of their ability to walk.
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As they turned 9-10 years of age, these
children wanted to walk to school
independently of adults. (Kingham &
Ussher, 2007) The study also
demonstrated that after participating in
Safe Routes programs or events, children
preferred to walk to community locations
other than school whenever possible and
wanted to socialize with friends more
often. (Kingham & Ussher, 2007) These
changes in habit change how students
interact with their community, leading to
a positive impact on community cohesion
and on the students’ lives. 



The improved relations among children and parents that result from greater
independence create a positive feedback loop that leads to further community cohesion.
(Lin et al, 2017) For example, parents who view their neighborhoods as more cohesive in
terms of trust and familiarity, and more connected in terms of providing several network
ties, allow their children higher levels of independent mobility, which in turn leads to a
greater sense of community cohesion. Safe Routes initiatives that develop children’s
active transportation skills and confidence play a crucial role in this process. (Figure 1)

I n d e p e n d e n c e
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School communities benefit considerably
from the Safe Routes program. Cohesion
among students outside of school can
reduce the incidence of physical and
verbal victimization (bullying) and
community exclusion inside the school.
(Springer, Cuevas, Ortiz Gomez, Case,
Wilkinson, 2016) Bullying is a systemic
problem that affects almost all school
districts in the United States. A 2016
report from the National Center for
Education Statistics states that 1 in 5
students (20%) are bullied in school. (US
Population Reference Bureau, 2020)
Given that 50 million students are
enrolled in U.S. public schools, the
number of affected children is estimated
to be a staggering 10 million students. (US
Population Reference Bureau, 2020) In
2016, more than 500,000 students
skipped school and stayed home at some
point to avoid bullying.  Ultimately, this
lack of attendance has a negative impact
on students’ academic performance and
cohesion among students.

Safe Routes programs can help to
address these issues by providing a safe
and fun way to get to school, while also
ensuring that children arrive on time.
More consistent attendance, combined
with the increased focus that results
from physical activity, can improve
students’ academic performance.
Additionally, Safe Routes programs
increase community cohesion, which
improves social support between
students and relates to better learning
environments, less problematic behavior,
and an increase in empathy.

students and relates to better learning
environments, less problematic behavior,
and an increase in empathy. (Oder, 2005)

Safe Routes programs offer students an
opportunity to interact outside of a
classroom setting. Students are not sorted
by intelligence or athletic ability and
participate in Safe Routes programs on
equal footing in neutral territory. This
provides an environment for students who
might not normally interact with each
other to interact, expanding familiarity
among the student population and
fostering more diverse friend groups.
Supportive social relationships in school
have a mitigating effect on several
adolescent health risk behaviors. When
students are friendlier towards each
other, they are more comfortable seeking
help from each other if the need arises.
This social cohesion also reduces
occurrences of problems like suicidal
ideation, substance use, aggression, and
sexual risk behaviors. (Springer et al, 2016)
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B E N E F I T S  F O R  T H E  S C H O O L
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Likewise, children have the opportunity to
become familiar with other parents in the
community. 

The improved trust that results from these
relationships can help parents share the
responsibilities of childcare. With deeper
relationships, parents can rely on
members of the community for assistance
with children during work-related
emergencies. For example, when a parent
needs to report early to work, they can
drop their child at a fellow Safe Routes
program participant's house, who can
ensure that the child reaches school
safely. (Neuwelt & Kearns, 2006) There
have also been recorded instances of
children who became separated from their
parents at local venues such as malls,
recognizing other parents from their
walking school bus, and asking for help.
(Figure 3)

Although Safe Routes programs focus on
children and school communities,
parents also benefit from participation in
Safe Routes events. These benefits
include improved health, strengthened
relationships with their children, and the
ability to meet and interact with other
families outside of school which can build
to reliance on community members for
assistance. 
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A long-term analysis of the impact of the
California Safe Routes to School program
found that living within 250 feet of a Safe
Routes infrastructure project, such as a new
sidewalk, increased the probability that a
child would walk to school. In addition, rates
of pedestrian injury within 250 feet of an
infrastructure project declined significantly,
compared to the area outside the treatment
area. (Stewart, Moudon,and  Claybrooke, 2014)
While Safe Routes infrastructure projects may
be targeted toward children, improved
infrastructure makes walking safer and
encourages walking, not only for children, but
for all community members.

The Safe Routes program helps communities
become more walkable and develops bonding
among community members, both of which
lead to increased physical and social health. 

Infrastructure projects funded through the
Safe Routes program improve safety and
mobility for all community residents. In
New York City, implementation of Safe
Routes infrastructure projects resulted in a
significant reduction in child pedestrian
injuries. (Brachman and Church, 2019) For
48 projects and 53 schools in six states with
Safe Routes programs, walking increased by
45 percent, bicycling increased by 24
percent, and all active school travel
increased by 37 percent following
implementation of infrastructure
improvements. (Candle, 2001)
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B E N E F I T S  F O R  T H E  C O M M U N I T Y

Although children and parents are direct beneficiaries of Safe Routes programs, other
community members, such as older adults and young adults, benefit from both improved
infrastructure and increased community cohesion.

37
PERCENT

I n c r e a s e  i n  
a c t i v e  s c h o o l

t r a v e l



A study comparing the physical activity
differences between walkable and less-
walkable communities shows that
physical activity among adults increases
significantly after moving to a more
walkable community; 64.8 percent of the
residents reported higher amounts of
physical activity with significant
increases in weekly walking minutes.
(Begert, Muller, and Bless, 2017)
Furthermore, individuals who reported
living in places with greater community
cohesion exercised more. Factors such as
accountability and trust in neighbors, the
availability of help, and the presence of
close-knit neighborhoods increased the
odds of meeting aerobic exercise
guidelines. Physical activity, social
interaction, and neighborhood cohesion
are mutually reinforcing. (Quin, Wu,
Mody, Bushover, Mendez, Schiff, Fabio,
2019) 
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Moreover, increased community
cohesion fosters a sense of belonging in
community members and creates a
climate that allows residents to
constructively confront issues of
inequality. (Zhu et al, 2020) By
encouraging increased walking and
bicycling through inclusive programming,
the Safe Routes program lays the
groundwork for greater social cohesion
and ultimately enables communities to
cooperatively address important issues of
social justice and racial equity. (Figure 4)

I n d i v i d u a l s  w h o
r e p o r t e d  l i v i n g

i n  p l a c e s  w i t h
g r e a t e r

c o m m u n i t y
c o h e s i o n

e x e r c i s e d  m o r e .
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Neighborhood violence can deter students from walking and biking to school. An
increase in community cohesion is associated with a reduced occurrence of violent
incidents in the community. Safe Routes programs can be directly associated with
violence prevention against children and can improve safety initiatives in higher need
communities. Safe Routes programs, such as walking school buses and corner captains,
are designed to address bullying and gang harassment, while increased presence of
people or “eyes on the street” along school routes can improve safety in the community.   
(McDonald, Steiner, Palmer and Bullock, 2014)

Safe Routes programs can play a role in reducing violent occurrences in communities as
shown in the following examples:

R E D U C T I O N  O F  V I O L E N C E

A  w a l k i n g  s c h o o l  b u s  i s  a  g r o u p  o f  c h i l d r e n  w a l k i n g  t o g e t h e r  t o
a n d  f r o m  s c h o o l  w i t h  a d u l t  s u p e r v i s i o n ,  u s u a l l y  p i c k i n g  u p  m o r e
c h i l d r e n  a t  p r e d e t e r m i n e d  s t o p s  a l o n g  t h e  r o u t e .

A t  W a s h i n g t o n  E l e m e n t a r y  S c h o o l  i n  S a n  J o s e ,  C A ,  a  w a l k i n g
s c h o o l  b u s  w a s  s t a r t e d  i n  r e s p o n s e  t o  a  f a t a l  s t a b b i n g .  T h e
v o l u n t e e r s  i n  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  s c o u t  t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d  f o r
c h i l d r e n  w a l k i n g  a l o n e  a n d  a c c o m p a n y  t h e m .  T h e  g r o u p  h a s
b e e n  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  c h a n g i n g  t h e  b u i l t  e n v i r o n m e n t  a l o n g  t h e
r o u t e s .  T h e y  p r o v i d e  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  t o  t h e  c i t y ’ s  e n g i n e e r i n g
d e p a r t m e n t  a n d  c o o r d i n a t e  m o n t h l y  c l e a n u p  e v e n t s  t o  r e p o r t
a n d  r e m o v e  g r a f f i t i  a n d  l i t t e r ,  w h i l e  a l s o  e n c o u r a g i n g  t h e
c o m m u n i t y  t o  g e t  i n v o l v e d .

1 .  W a l k i n g  S c h o o l  B u s

T h i s  p r o g r a m  i n c r e a s e s  t h e  s a f e t y  o f  s t u d e n t s  w a l k i n g  t o  a n d
f r o m  s c h o o l  b y  e n s u r i n g  a d u l t  s u p e r v i s i o n  f r o m  t h e i r  h o m e s  a n d
b u s i n e s s e s  a l o n g  t h e  r o u t e .  

P h i l a d e l p h i a ’ s  F o u r t h  D i s t r i c t  d e v e l o p e d  a  s y s t e m  t o  p r o v i d e
s a f e  c o r r i d o r s  f o r  s t u d e n t s .  T h i s  c o l l a b o r a t i v e  e f f o r t  b e t w e e n
s c h o o l  o f f i c i a l s ,  l a w  e n f o r c e m e n t ,  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  o f f i c i a l s ,
c o m m u n i t y  a d v o c a t e s ,  a n d  p a r e n t s  s e c u r e d  p a t h w a y s  f o r
s t u d e n t s  o n  t h e i r  w a y  t o  a n d  f r o m  s c h o o l  a n d  c r e a t e d  s a f e
h a v e n s  f o r  s t u d e n t s  w h e n  v i o l e n t  i n c i d e n t s  o c c u r .

2 .  C o r n e r  C a p t a i n s
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S a f e  h a v e n s  a r e  b u s i n e s s e s  t h a t  c a n  p r o v i d e  a  s a f e  p l a c e  f o r
s t u d e n t s  t o  s t e p  i n s i d e  i f  t h e y  f a c e  h a r a s s m e n t  o r  b u l l y i n g .
S a f e  h a v e n s  p r o v i d e  a n  a d u l t  p r e s e n c e  a n d  a s s i s t a n c e  f o r
t r a v e l i n g  y o u t h .  

I n  C e d a r  R a p i d s ,  I o w a ,  t h e  f i r e  d e p a r t m e n t  p a r t n e r e d  w i t h  t h e
p o l i c e  d e p a r t m e n t  a n d  l o c a l  n e i g h b o r h o o d  g r o u p s  t o  c r e a t e  t h e
‘ S a f e  S p o t ’  P r o g r a m .  B u s i n e s s e s  a n d  c i v i c  b u i l d i n g s  c a n  b e c o m e
‘ S a f e  S p o t s ’  b y  p r o v i d i n g  a  p l a c e  o f  r e f u g e  a n d  a s s i s t a n c e  t o
c h i l d r e n  i f  t h e y  f e e l  u n s a f e  o r  t h r e a t e n e d  w h i l e  w a l k i n g  o r
b i c y c l i n g  i n  t h e  c o m m u n i t y .  

3 .  S a f e  H a v e n s

A s  t h e  n a m e  s u g g e s t s ,  t h e  g o a l  o f  t h e  S a f e  P a s s a g e s  p r o g r a m  i s
t o  c r e a t e  a  s a f e  p a s s a g e  t o  a n d  f r o m  s c h o o l  a n d  m o n i t o r  t h e
r o u t e s .  V o l u n t e e r s ,  c o m m u n i t y  m e m b e r s ,  o r  p r o f e s s i o n a l
s e c u r i t y  c a n  b e  h i r e d  t o  m o n i t o r  t h e  s a f e  p a s s a g e w a y  a n d  t o
i n f o r m  l a w  e n f o r c e m e n t  o r  i n t e r v e n e  i n  p o t e n t i a l l y  v i o l e n t
s i t u a t i o n s .

C h i c a g o  h a s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  e x t e n s i v e  S a f e  P a s s a g e s  p r o g r a m s
c o n s i s t i n g  o f  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  1 , 2 0 0  p a i d  w o r k e r s .  A  2 0  p e r c e n t
d e c l i n e  i n  c r i m i n a l  i n c i d e n t s ,  a  2 7  p e r c e n t  d e c l i n e  i n  b u l l y i n g ,
a n d  a  7  p e r c e n t  i n c r e a s e  i n  h i g h  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  w e r e  n o t e d
o v e r  a  t w o - y e a r  p e r i o d .

I n  t h e  B o y l e  H e i g h t s  n e i g h b o r h o o d  o f  L o s  A n g e l e s ,  P r o y e c t o
P a s t o r a l ,  a  c o m m u n i t y - b u i l d i n g  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  i s  l e a d i n g  t h e
P a s o s  S e g u r o s  ( S a f e  P a s s a g e s )  p r o g r a m .  P a s o s  S e g u r o s  i s  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e  a p p r o a c h  t h a t  a d d r e s s e s  m a n y  f a c t o r s
h i n d e r i n g  w a l k i n g  a n d  b i c y c l i n g ,  s u c h  a s  l a c k  o f  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,
t r a f f i c  c o n g e s t i o n ,  a n d  i l l e g a l  a c t i v i t i e s  l i k e  d r u g s ,  g a n g s ,  a n d
t h e f t .  T h e  p r o g r a m  e n h a n c e s  c o m m u n i t y  c o h e s i o n  b y  h o s t i n g
w a l k  a u d i t s ,  c o m m u n i t y  w a l k s ,  a n d  b i k e  r i d e s .  

4 .  S a f e  P a s s a g e s
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Explore the roles social justice and racial equity play in community cohesion, as well
as the ways in which Safe Routes programs contribute to a cultural climate that
allows communities to collectively discuss and address issues of social justice and
racial equity

Create a Safe Routes Racial Equity Analysis Report that identifies race-based barriers
to safe walking and bicycling, such as institutional racism, as well as opportunities to
improve equity in Safe Routes programs

Conduct additional research on racial disparities in health and their relation to Safe
Routes programs, social justice, and community cohesion

Provide more information and training on programs that enhance community
cohesion like corner captains and walking school buses

Disseminate information on organized programs that increase presence on streets
to support walking and biking to school

This report represents a first step in the examination of Safe Routes programming and
its influence on community cohesion. While this report clearly articulates Safe Routes
programs’ contributions to the mutually reinforcing relationship between physical
activity, social interaction, and community cohesion, there are additional areas of
impact that deserve further scrutiny. 

Recommendations for future research and action include:

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  &  R E S E A R C H
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